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THE BLACK CAT 



By Westbrook Wilson 



McDOUGALL sat alone in the living 
room of the old farm house. He 
could hear the rain lashing against the 
windows. The wind, whipping through the 
trees, sighed and moaned eerily. 

He had tried reading a book, but couldn't 
concentrate. He knew the only kind of 
book that would grip his attention this 
night would be a mystery novel. And he 
wouldn't read that. He knew it would only 
scare him. 

He flipped the radio switch. After the 
warming up period, some lively music 
started coming out of the loudspeaker. 
That helped. McDougall had never been 
particularly fond of the radio. His serious 
mind found many of the programs too 
frivolous. The funniest funnymen left him 
cold. The lively dance music grated on his 
ears. 

But tonight, alone in the old farm house, 
he thanked his lucky stars for the. little 
box that brought blaring trumpets into the 
room. It made him seem less alone. It 
eased, somewhat, that feeling of uneasi- 
ness and danger that he'd had ever since 
the rain dull-grayed the sky. early m the 
afternoon. 

McDougall couldn't have explained his 
fear. Probably he wouldn't have admitted it. 

He'd been living on the old farm a little 
more than two weeks. It had been glorious. 
Away from the hustle-bustle of city life, 
the clatter of subways, the jostling of 
crowds, the gasoline fumes from a thou- 
sand taxis, trucks and busses. Sunny 
-reamer nad helped him to enjoy the beau- 
ties of nature and had even brought a little 
glow to his thin, pale cheeks. 

Of course, he was not a farmer. His frail 
body, his delicate hands displayed none of 
the ruggedness of a true son of the s&- 
McDougall had bought the farm on his 
doctors orders. The crop he was trying to 
raise was his own good health. 

The music of the radio hit a full chord 
snd halted. Talk started. The famous 
comedians, Glib and Glab, were ai il ajrain. 
Glib asked, "Are you superstition-. 5 " 
Glab responded. "Am I ? I'll *ay. Why 
only yesterday a black cat crossed my 
path." 

'"And did it bring you bad luck? Glib 
inquired. -~" 



"Did it?" Glab came back. "Why only 15 
minutes afterward my mother-in-law came 
to visit me." 

Loud laughter and a smattering of 
applause came from the loudspeaker. Mc- 
Dougall didn't join in, He might or might 
not have liked the joke. The mention of 
a black cat had turned his mind completely 
away from the radio and its friendly, 
familiar noises. 

The black cat ! 

McDougall remembered it. He'd been 
out for a walk after lunch. When clouds 
began to darken the sky he had hurried 
home. Just as he was heading up the tree- 
bordered lane it had scurried out from 
somewhere among the red raspberry 
bushes, raced across the path ahead of him 
and then up and over the stone fence. 

The black cat! 1 

AT the time it hadn't bothered Mc- 
Dougall at all. He was a rational man. 
At first he hadn't even noticed particularly 
that it was black. He'd wondered where 
the cat came from. He'd never seen it in 
the neighborhood. When it did occur to 
him that it was a black cat, he chuckled. 
A lot of people he knew wouldn't have 
continued on that path as he had, walking 
right where the black cat had crossed. 
They'd have detoured some way. ■- _ 
He remembered the time he'd seen oTa 
Benton, college man and smart as a whip, 
leave the smooth, main highway and take 
to bumpy, slow back roads just to avoid 
going where a black cat had crossed. As he 
thought of it, walking up the path. Mc- 
Dougall chuckled. He was glad he wasn't 
superstitious. 

But now! Alone in the old house, rain 
and wind making ghostly noises in the 
blackness outside, a loose shutter tap-tap- 
tapping! The heritage of superstition, 
passed along by human beings *ince the 
dark ages, welled up in even the matter- 
of-fact, practical McDougall and added to 
his uneasiness. He just wished thai C3t 
hadn't crossed his path. 

With an effort he tried to get back to 
concentrating on Glib and Glab. He listen- 
ed hard. The storm was producing a lot of 
* static, making the radio crackle and pop, 
— — - The pale man's attempt to concentratd 
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I the radio was jarred further when he 

a sort of a scratching noise in the 
^kitchen, as if somebody or some thing was 
■ rymg to come through a window. 

II AD he left the window open in the 

kitchen? The one without a screen? 
I " buugail half rose to go investigate, 
j r. he sat down again, abruptly. No use 
J give in to the jitters. No use letting 
I mMlf be scared by sounds in the night. 
■The noise was undoubtedly a wind-blown 
gjferaneh scraping, scraping. He thought, 
drib and Glab. They'd banish his un- 
isiness. But suddenly the radio had gone 
.lent. An announcer's voice cut in abrupt- 
"We interrupt this program to bring 
m a special bulletin. Three convicts have 
^aped from State Prison. All persons are 
arned that these men are killers. At least 
:c of them is armed." 
The announcer's words came very faint- 
to McDougall's ears. He found it hard 
■ concentrate on the radio. He had hap- 
ened to look out the window and, in a 
ish of lightning, had caught a glimpse 
an evil face, a shaved head, and a grey 
aiform. The little man was stiff with 
ight as he saw the front door knob turn- 
.g His heart leaped to his throat as he 
•rcembered the door was neither locked 
>r bolted/ 

The door creaked open. 
The evil face, the same one that had 
ipeared at the window, showed itself in 
:? light of the living room. It was sup- 
ped by a huge, gorilla-like body encased 
i drenched prison garb. There was a 
"".]. too, clutched in a strong, hairy 
ght hand. McDougall, in his dazed-with- 
ight condition, noticed two other grey- 
tid figures following the first. 

All right, bud, speak up. Who else lives 
?re 5 " demanded the human gorilla. 

N'-nobody," said McDougall. A second 
lei he wished he could recall the word, 
c lie. To say there were plenty of people 
itairs, all strong, all armed. 
I think 'the chump's tellin' the truth," 
d the ape man to his companions, 
lakes it a perfect setup. After we bump 
n~i off we can hide out here indefinitely." 
H l Dougall gasped. His mouth was work- 
g as he tried to say words but no sound 
me from his dry lip&. 
"Sit still. Jack, and it won't hurt!" 
McDougall obeyed. He couldn't move, 
e was frozen with terror. 
The hairy finger squeezed the triggeo 



There was a faint click. 

The big convict uttered an oath. "No 
more ammo, blast it! Well, I'll just have 
to throttle this little guy with my bare 
hands." 

McDougall was getting a little of his 
strength back. He resolve"d" to go down 
fighting. But he knew in his pounding 
heart he was not a match for even one of 
these big, tough men, let alone three. His 
eyes darted around in desperate search for 
a weapon. He nearly broke into'hysterical 
laughter as his fear-crazed mind pounced 
on the idea of throwing a book. 

The killer moved forward, his fingers 
twitching as if limbering up to get at Mc- 
Dougall's throat. Then suddenly he stop- 
ped as a black, furry object scurried across 
the floor, streaking from the kitchen to an 
open closet door. 

"A black cat!" exclaimed the convict. 
**He crossed your path," put in one of the 
others. "That's bad luck!" added the third. 

"Phooey!" said the gorilla man. "I ain't 
that superstitious. It's bad luck to kill a 
guy anyway, if you get caught." 

, McDougall kicked with his feet and 
pounded with his fists, but the big^ man's 
fingers tightened on his windpipe like 
steel talons. He was on the verge of blank- 
ing out when the door burst open and a 
second later the steel grip relaxed as a 
state policeman's service revolver cracked 
against the big convict's skull. 

"You're lucky," said one of the four cops 
when McDougall had recovered from his 
dizziness. "If we'd been a minute later 
you'd have been done for." 

"Well, you came; and thanks," Mc- 
Dougall choked out, his throat still hurt- 
ing as he spoke. "But how did you know?" 

"That they were here? We didn't. We 
knew they were in this territory and we 
were checking all the farm houses, mostly 
to warn everybody." 

THE black cat came out of the closet, 
meowed, and rubbed himself against 
McDougall's leg. 

"Black cat," said a policeman. "That's 
bad luck." 

"Not this one." grinned McDougall, 
picking up the kitty and stroking it. "For 
me, this one is better than a rabbit's foot." 

THE END 
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